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xii A note on transliteration 



Dipthongs: 

s is denoted by ay s is denoted by aw 

is denoted by the doubling of the letter. 

The definite article Jl is denoted a/-in all cases except when it follows an insepa- 
rable preposition or construction, in which case it will be denoted V-. 

The divine name ( al-lufz al-jalldla ) will be transliterated as ‘Allah’ in all cases. 

Note on the text 

Centuries are first expressed according to the ( Hijri ) Islamic calendar and the 
Common Era equivalents follow, e.g.: second/eighth century. 
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The nature of the soul, being the intrinsic, essential and yet hidden human facet, 
has occupied the minds of humanity for millennia. More specifically, world reli- 
gions have contributed greatly to this debate, furnishing a great deal of discussion 
from their own unique theological and philosophical perspectives. In this sense, 
Islam is no different and it too has a fully developed concept of the soul based on 
scriptural tradition. In addition, however, not only the idea of the soul is alluded 
to in Islam, but also the notion of its purification through a process of spiritual 
development. Despite the principle of purification of the soul ( tazkiyat al-nafs ) 
being central to Islam, relatively little attention was given to it in the formative 
period in terms of written compilation, if compared to the vast volumes devoted 
to, say, Quranic exegesis ( al-tafsTr ), Prophetic narration (, al-hadith ) or Islamic 
jurisprudence ( al-fiqh ). Moreover, much of what has been written has been within 
the general precepts of what is now termed al-tasawwuf or Sufism, and much of 
this work has been concerned with the post-Ghazzall (d. 505/1 111) period. 

Nevertheless, several authors devoted their time and energy to writing on this 
topic and, indeed, the concept of tazkiyat al-nafs had been developed prior to the 
advent of al-Ghazzall. One of the most influential scholars in the pre-Ghazzall 
period who wrote on a primordial form of Islamic spirituality was the second-/ 
eighth-century Islamic scholar Abu ‘Abd Allah al-Harith b. Asad al-Muhasibl, 
who was born in Basra around 165/782 but later resided in Baghdad, albeit with a 
period of exile in Kufa, until his death in 243/857. Al-Muhasibl was known for his 
skills in many disciplines, including the sciences associated with the Qur’an, 
Prophetic narration ( hadith ) and scholastic theology ( Him al-kalam), but it is for 
his mastery in the field of Islamic spirituality and moral psychology that he is 
remembered. 

Regardless of his favourable notoriety, especially in later Sufi apologetic works, 
he was not without criticism, being repudiated by Imam Ahmad b. Hanbal 
(d. 242/856) for his ‘unorthodox’ views and reviled by Ahmad’s subsequent follow- 
ers Abu Zur'a al-RazI (d. 264/878), lbn al-JawzI (d. 597/1201) and ‘Abd al-Rahlm 
‘Iraqi (d. 806/1403). In spite of this, he was a prolific writer, reportedly authoring 
more than 200 works, the most famous of which is perhaps Kitdb al-Ri 'dya li Huqiiq 
Allah. It was this latter, monumental work which drew the attention of the West in 
the form of the British scholar Margaret Smith (d. 1970), who was the first European 
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researcher to address the life and works of this great exponent of tazkiya in depth. 
This is not to say that al-Muhasibi has been exhausted as an area of research, 
however, as many of his works have been preserved and, indeed, have been 
published, edited and annotated since the pioneering work of Smith. 

Thus, in an attempt to shed further light on this under-discussed facet of the 
Islamic tradition, this book comprises an examination of the linguistic and termi- 
nological usage of the terms tazkiya and al-nafs to determine an accurate under- 
standing of these concepts. In addition, it provides an extensive survey of the 
available biographical and historical sources to produce an accurate and compre- 
hensive account of this unique and extraordinary scholar’s life, including a study 
of the historical period in which al-Muhasibl lived, to assess the extent to which 
the political, social and economic factors played a part in his life and work. More- 
over, due to the large number of works produced by this prolific author and their 
importance, the latter part of this book will be concerned with an assessment of 
al-Muhasibl’ s works to determine the writer’s understanding and methodology 
regarding the spiritual process of development termed tazkiyat al-nafs. 

Before we start, however, it is deemed useful to provide the reader with an 
outline of the research previously carried out in this field, 1 so as to acquaint them 
with the depth of scholarship regarding al-Muhasibl, as well as to define the scope 
of the present work. 

Al-Muhasibl studies 2 

The first and most obvious works to mention regarding al-Harith al-Muhasibl are 
those of the author himself. However, since these works will be dealt with specifi- 
cally in Chapter 3, they will not be mentioned here and, thus, this leaves us with 
the works related to al-Muhasibl, which will be summarised in the following 
paragraphs. 

1 

‘Notice of the Writings of Abu ‘Abdullah al-Harith b. Asad al-Muhasibl, the first 

Sufi Author’ by D. S. Margoliouth in Transaction of the Third International 

Congress for the History of Religions (Oxford: 1908). In this paper the author 
begins by introducing al-Muhasibl, indicating the sources where his biographical 
details can be found and then giving a summarised version of this material. Margo- 

liouth then numbers al-Muhasibl’s works and where they can be found. The content 
of these works is then described, to which the author attributes Ash'arite 3 tenden- 
cies to al-Muhasibl and proposes that his works are from improvised sermons. 4 An 
interesting observation is made regarding al-Muhasibl’s use of Christian sources, 
suggesting that the author had direct contact with them. Margoliouth then 
compares al-Muhasibl to later scholars, alludes to his influence upon them and 
shows that al-MuhasibT’s works are free from many of the Sufi doctrines which 
developed later. However, the most interesting statement is that al-Muhasibl is the 
first ‘Sufi’ author who had written works attributed to him. 5 
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2 

An Early Mystic of Baghdad by Margaret Smith (London: The Sheldon Press, 
1935). This is perhaps the most well-known, if not the most important work to be 
carried out and, as such, requires an in-depth discussion. This work is extremely 
thorough, being over 300 pages long and consisting of 14 chapters. The first 
three chapters of Early Mystic are concerned with the biographical details of 
al-Muhasibi’s life and provide information regarding where he was born, his envi- 
ronment, his ‘conversion’ to tasawwuf and those who surrounded him, whether 
they were teachers, students, or associates. Chapters 4 and 5 concentrate on 
al-Muhasibi’s works and the sources he uses in them. Chapter 6 deals exclusively 
with what Smith terms the ‘Psychological Theory’, the various ‘unseen’ aspects 
of tazkiya, such as the soul ( al-nqfs ) and the heart ( al-qalb ). The next three chap- 
ters discuss various aspects of what Smith terms ‘Ascetic Theology’ where such 
topics as sin ( dhanb ), the Devil (IblTs) and asceticism ( zuhd) are discussed. The 
following three chapters deal with the various moral, devotional and mystical 
teachings of al-Muhasibl, covering such topics as the ‘stations’ ( al-maqdmdt ) and 
‘states’ (i al-ahwdl ), prayer (salat) and love (hubb). The final two chapters sum- 
marise al-Muhasibl’ s teaching and discuss its influence on later generations. Thus, 
it is easy to see why Smith’s work is regarded as one of the most important when 
discussing al-Muhasibl and, due to its comprehensive nature, one could argue that 
this is the reason why so little work has been done in this area. Despite this, 
however, Smith does not define the methodology of al-Muhasibl in employing 
tazkiya , nor does she discuss the method he employs during his writings. 

3 

‘The forerunner of al-Ghazall’ by Margaret Smith in The Journal of the Royal 
Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland (January, 1936). Building on her 
excellent work in the above-mentioned book and in particular chapter XIV of 
Early Mystic, Smith consequently wrote this article showing the significance of 
al-Muhasibl’s teachings through their influence on one of Islam’s most famous 
intellectual lumineries - Abu Hamid al-Ghazzall. Starting from the perspective 
that al-Ghazzall himself admits to reading the works of al-Muhasibl in his 
al-Munqidh min al-Daldl and the fact that there is considerable similarity between 
al-Muhasibl’ s Kitdb al-Tawahhum and al-Ghazzall’s al-Durra al-Fdkhira, Smith 
proceeds to make a further comparison between the content of Ihyd ' and a variety 
of al-Muhasibl’ s works, with particular attention being paid to al-Wasdyd and 
al-Ri ‘ dya . Smith constructs her comparative analysis around a variety of positive 
moral qualities such as sincerity ( ikhlds ) and truthfulness ( sidq ), which formed the 
basis of the maqdm system in later Sufism, as well as a number of moral deficien- 
cies such as conceit ( ujb) and self-delusion (ghuriir). To this extent Smith’s 
appraisal is erudite and relatively comprehensive and she concludes that, although 
al-Ghazzall was an outstanding scholar in his own right, his reliance on al-Muhasibl 
is considerable. As such, this article is extremely important as it establishes the 
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importance of al-Muhasibi as an original thinker and, in addition, shows to some 
extent the influence of his thought on later generations. 

4 

AI-MohdsibT - Un Mystique Musulman Religieux Et Moraliste 6 by Abd-El-Halim 
Mahmoud (d. 1398/1978) 7 (Librarie Orientaliste Paul Geuthner: Paris) in 1940. 
This work is a published Ph.D thesis, written by the above-mentioned author 
under the supervision of the renowned French scholar Louis Massignon and is 
divided into four main parts: the first part deals with al-Muhasibi’ s biography and 
works, being separated into three subsequent chapters; chapter one examines the 
social milieu of al-Muhasibi and assesses its effect upon him, as well as surveying 
other external influences, which may have played their part in affecting his 
thought; chapter two deals with the works of al-Muhasibi and is useful in the 
sense that it provides a chronological classification of the books he wrote; chapter 
three concludes this part of the research and is concerned with the interpretive 
method used by al-Muhasibi when examining the Qur an. Part two contains one 
chapter only - chapter four - and deals with al-Muhasibi’ s religious theory, 
including his concept of God, his attitude towards sects and rituals, religious obli- 
gations ( al-fard'id ) and meritorious acts ( al-nawdfil ), and concludes with his 
interpretation of repentance and eschatology. Part three discusses al-Muhasibi’ s 
moral system, including his ethico-psychological system of human nature and 
the factors which affect this, such as al-nafs, Satan, vanity ( al - ujb), arrogance 
(i al-kibr ), envy ( al-hasad ) and delusion ( al-ghirra ), as well as discussing 
the topic for which he is best known - ‘introspective examination’ ( al-muhasaba ). 
The thesis concludes with part four in which the author discusses al-Muhasibi’ s 
ascetical and mystical theory within Chapter six. This chapter deals with the various 
qualities required by the mystic, including reliance on God ( al-tawakkid ), scrupu- 
lousness ( al-wara '), asceticism (, al-zuhd ), contentment ( al-ridd ) and divine love 
(i al-mahabba ). Thus, this work is also of great importance as it systematically 
discusses the religious, moral and mystical teachings of al-Muhasibi. 

5 

Kitdb al-Ri ' dya li Huquq Allah by al-Muhasibi: a translation with introduction 
and notes by Kermit A. Schoonover, which was submitted as a Ph.D. dissertation 
to Harvard University in 1948. 

6 

‘Al-Muhasibi and his al-Ri ' ayah ’ by Kermit A. Schoonover in The Muslim World 
(39, 1949), pp. 26-35. This article would seem to be a summary of the author’s 
achievements in the previously mentioned work and is divided into three sections: 
A. Life and works of al-Muhasibl, B. Al-Muhasibi and the Development of Muslim 
Mysticism and C. A Summary’ of ‘Kitdb al-Ri 'ayah The first section deals with 




